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Introduction
"My lifelong quest has always been in pursuit of beauty"
-Louis Comfort Tiffany, 1916

In the history of nineteenth-century decorative arts, Louis Comfort Tiffany

stands out as a giant among men. He produced such an imposing quantity of
decorative arts that the attention of scholars has been largely focused on them.
While this is a well-deserved recognition, Tiffany's oeuvre encompasses so much
more than his famous lamps and vases. He created a prodigious amount of art in
several different media including oils, watercolors, mosaics, windows, furniture,
interior design, and landscape. This paper will examine one of the most famous, and
perhaps best, of Tiffany's interiors, the Chapel he created for the 1893 Chicago
Columbian Exposition. In a bold step away from the pre-determined Italian
Renaissance style of the Fair, Tiffany created a Byzantine inspired exhibit that
included a chapel. Based on archetypes that had existed in European Cathedrals for
centuries, Tiffany's Chapel successfully combined elements from the past, with his
own unique sense of style. However, Tiffany's Chapel existed only to sell his
product. Indeed, while it contained all the necessary aesthetic elements of a sacred
space, it lacked spirituality. While the transformation from secular to sacred did
occur, the Chapel did not attain its spiritual significance until years later. A
nineteenth-century artifact, as well as art object, the Chapel has come full circle and
is on display again, this time at the Charles Hosmer Morse Museum of American
Art. Created to be completely ephemeral, in the years since its original display , the
Chapel has taken on a life of its own. No longer either one or the other, secular or
sacred, a melding of the two has transpired.

1

For the average American in 1957, concerned with civil rights laws, and cold
war issues, Tiffany's beloved home, Laurelton Hall, burning out of control for three
days scarcely attracts more than cursory attention. Due in part to his grandiose
style, in the aftermath of the first World War, the vogue to own a Tiffany work of
art feU otT precipitously. His art represented the Gilded Age in America, a time
before income taxes, when extravagance and opulence were the norm for the
nouveaux riches Americans. Apart from a small nucleus of Tiffany appreciators, by

the middle of the 20th century his art had become passe. 1
However, one Florida couple, Hugh and Jeanette McKeon, nurtured a
passion for Tiffany art. In the summer of 1931 Hugh McKeon, an aspiring young
artist, received a Tiffany Foundation scholarship and became an intern at the
Tiffany mansion in Cold Spring Harbor, New York. In an interview given to the
Orlando Magazine several years later, he remembered Laurelton Hall as a place of

exquisite beauty,
.•• with fountains, terraces, an art museum, a great pipe organ and a
chapel. There were 400 acres of beautiful country, and the house was
100 yards long. It spread down over the hill like it grew out of the
rocks, like it was part of the landscape. 2
As fate would have it, twenty-seven years later, McKeon and his wife rescued a
large part of this estate. While Hugh had been personally inspired by Tiffany,
McKeon's wife, Jeanette, on the other hand had been surrounded by beautiful
Tiffany artwork her entire life. Her grandfather, Charles Hosmer Morse, a Winter
Park benefactor and Tiffany connoisseur, nurtured a keen interest in the Arts &

1www.antonnews.com.online editions. 3/2/2000. Steve Parks,"They Gilded the Gilded Age"
(9/24/1998). For the richest among the rich in this country, the decades between the Civil War and
World War I, was an era of conspicuously flaunted consumption. By the time Tiffany died in 1933,
the Depression had tarnished the Gilded Age.
2Nancy Long, "The Discovery, Preservation and Future of the 'Lost' Treasures, "Orlando Magazine
47(February 1993): 21.

2

weekend visit to a friend's home on Long Island, the McKeon's added Cold Spring
Harbor to their itinerary, stopping by to survey the ruins of the glass master's home.
Upon their arrival they were assaulted by a sight of overwhelming devastation. The
abandoned mansion had suffered two decades of vandalism and neglect. With
transients utilizing it as a flop bouse, and vandals breaking several of the
magnificent stained glass windows, the fire just added insult to injury. After
burning for three days it "looked like the shells of bombed cathedrals after World
War

n,"

remembers McKeon. Furniture littered the lawn, hand-made leaded,

stained glass windows were capriciously tossed against a tree and, the wrecking
crew, already at work, proceeded to demolish what remained of the main house.7
Elsewhere on the property, in a more secluded location, stood the serene but
sad Chapel from the Chicago Colombian Exposition of 1893, Tiffany's pride and
j oy. In its heyday it sparkled and glittered like an exquisite jewel, earning Tiffany
accolades in this country and abroad. Unscathed by the fire, the Chapel suffered
from vandalism and neglect as well. Weeds grew out of walls once encrusted with
mosaics, and the floor, covered in marble, resembled the bottom of a bird cage with
bird droppings and newspapers everywhere. The electrolie..S, ravaged by vandals
and souvenir seekers, was, thankfuDy, still there. Unfortunately, the baptismal font
and altar were gone. On the spot the McKeons decided to save what they could
from the mansion. They did not purchase the Chapel remains until1959. 9
What had already transpired and what was yet to come for this amazing
chapel is an intriguing saga. Although doubtful at times, the Chapel has continued
to survive for more than a century. Tucked away in a warehouse for more than 40

7Jean Malloy and Donna Climenhage," Louis Comfort Tiffany's 1893 Chapel," America11 Art
Review, Vol. Xll, No.l(February 2000):112-117.
8 Hugh McKeon, Tif/a11y's Chapel: a Treasure Rediscovered, (Winter Park: Charles Hosmer Morse
Foundation,l993), 10. The electrolier is a ten-foot high electrified chandelier.
9Jean Mallory, 113.
4
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years, it again stands in all.its glory. This is a story of the creation, transformation,

and subsequent rescues of the Chapel, an American art treasure nearly lost forever
before being restored, piece by shattered piece.

5
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Chapter 1
The Man, The Artist
Louis Comfort Tiffany

"Stained Glass is to the eye as music is to the ear"
-Louis Comfort Tiffanyl

Louis Comfort Tiffany, a name associated with opulence and splendor, was born
February 18, 1848, to Charles and Harriet Tiffany. Ironically, a man who would spend his
life creating beauty' his fundamental talents fueled by color and nature, arrived in the gray
starkness of a New York winter. His parents, espousing Puritan values of thrift' 1·nd ust ry,
moderation, and piety, raised their children on strict Congregationalist principles.2
Regardless of his no-nonsense upbringing, Tiffany lived under an extraordinary set of
circumstances. In the year of his birth, Europe was experiencing revolutionary upheavals.
During these unsettling times, Charles, founder of Tiffany and Company Jewelers,
encountered a unique opportunity to acquire royal gems. These acquisitions established
him as the premier New York diamond merchant.

3

Nourished on culture, commerce, art, and enterprise, Louis Tiffany grew up
surrounded by rare and beautiful things. Tiffany and Company greatly influenced him as
a child. While other young children played with homemade toys, his playground, littered
with rare gems and precious metals, taught him artistic appreciation at an early age. The
roots of Islamic architecture and art, later a vital force in his work and personal life, was a
part of his early childhood as well. Exposure to P.T. Barnum's wildly theatrical home,
lranistan, in the neighboring town of Bridgeport, Connecticut, served as the impetus in

!Vivenne Couldrey, The Art ofLouis Comfort Tiffany (London: Wellfleet, 1989),55.
Robert Koch, Louis Comfort Tiffany, Rebel in Glass (New York: Crown,1964), 20-24.
3Hugh McKeon, The Lost Treasures ofLouis Comfort Tiffany (New York: Doubleday,l980) 33
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JIIIDIIC architecture.4 Additionally, one of the most influential persons in Tiffany's artistic

Ule, EdWard c. Moore, Tiffany and Company's master silversmith, introduced him to
penian and Islamic art with its geometric abstractions and intricate designs.5
CompeUed by the pursuit of beauty, during the summer of his seventeenth Year
Many roamed the banks of the Hudson River, foUowing his heart and painting nature.6
Embarking on a journey that would mark a turning point in his life, Tiffany, along with his
lister Anne, set sail aboard the paddle steamer Scotia on November 1, 1865 for a five-

month, grand tour of Europe.
The tour, which included visits to England, Ireland, France, Italy and Sicily,
redoubled Tiffany's appreciation for art while initiating a lifelong love for mosaics and
stained glass. He visited Ravenna and marveled at the fascinating Byzantine mosaics.
However, a trip to Chartres Cathedral, where he studied the twelfth and thirteenth century
windows, sparked his life's passion; he was haunted by its stained glass. Their colors were
in, not on the glass. Thin nineteenth-century painted glass, with its harsh colors and
applied enamel images, did not approach these phenomenal windows in quality.7
Returning home with a renewed zeal, Tiffany startled his father with the
announcement that he wanted to study art rather than go to college. The elder Tiff:any,
very likely recognizing the futility of opposing his decision, let him have his chance rather
than force him into the family business. An unusual move for the era, his father's sup port,

4
Michael Burlingham, The Last Tiffany: A Biography ofDorothy Tiffany Burlingham (New York: AthenJ
1989), 53. Barnum's mansion, a Moorish design, was built the year of Tiffany's birth, and burned to th um,
ground in 1857. Later, Tiffany's Laurelton Hall echoed the architecture of Barnum's creation and e
rmcally, burned to the ground exactly 100 years after Barn~'s.
.
C~uldrey, 34. Couldrey speaks of the influence Edward Moore s personal coUectton of fine Oriental and
rtique glass had on the young Louis Tiffany.
.
.
Koch, 52. Tiffany subscribed to the idioms of the Hudson River School (whose undisputed cbampio
~deric Edwin Church) that stated nature is always right, nature is always beautiful He considere~ was
~unself foremost a naturist throughout his artistic career.
.
Sarah Brown, Stained Glass: An Illustrated History (London: Studio, 1992), 112-15. The use of enam
18
became so excessive as to almost do away with pot-metal; many windows were made wholly by paint' e
.
.
.
mgand
st ammg whtte glass.
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refteded bil appreciation of his son's talent and determination.

So on November 5, 1866,

the va1dy energetic and determined Tiffany entered the National Academy of Design in
New York. However, he did not stay long. The Academy considered color secondary to

form, and draftsmanship more fundamental than either composition or color. This
teaching technique proved stultifying to Tiffany, an artist zealous for color. 8

Although the exact nature of his artistic training is uncertain, he did, however,
spend a great deal of time in the studio of the landscape artist, George Inness. Apparently,
Inness did not formally train Tiffany. Instead he simply sat for hours watching Inness
paint.
Tiffany desired to be exposed to a variety of artistic styles so he concurrently
frequented the studio of Samuel Colman. Using an entirely different approach, Colman
methodically and patiently worked with Tiffany. Sharing a love for watercolors and the
decorative arts, Tiffany and his mentor developed a lifelong friendship and became travel
companions. Along with Edward C. Moore, Colman is considered a major inftuence in
Tiffany's life and work.9
Initially imitating masters of watercolor and landscape art, Tiffany later evolved to
produce figure painting, and finally larger decorative works. The colorist in him became
the most important element of his work, paving the way for those creations in stained glass
that would make him internationally famous.
By 1879 Tiffany, now married and with a family, had returned to Europe several
times and had also visited the Middle East, and South Africa. His trips to distant lands
were reftected in paintings he exhibited at the Philadelphia Centennial Exposition of 1876
and later at the 1878 International Exposition in Paris.10 Ambitious and hard working,

:Louis Comfort Tiffany, "The Quest of Beauty", Harpers Bazaar (December 1917): 42-44.
Rene DeQuelin," A Many-Sided Creator of the Beautiful: the Work of Louis Comfort Tiffany as viewed by

fg Associate", Arts and Decoration 17(1922): 176-77.

Bolly Edwards, Noble Dreams, Wicked Pleasures: Orientalism in America, 1870-1930 (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2000): 163. In addition to his early exposure to Islamic architecture at Barnum's mansion,
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·multaneously experimented with glass while creating oil paintings for the
Tifliany Sl
expositions. EventuaUy his focus shifted completely from painting to creations in glass.ll
Tiffany took fuU advantage of the increased rate of church construction in the late
nineteenth-century by fabricating ecclesiastical windows for discerning dioceses. He coDed
his inspiration from windows of the Middle Ages and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood.
Laboring to construct windows without the use of paint or stain, he only used it where
necessary for the fleshy details in figural compositions. Creating works in stained glass at
the same time, John La Farge, an accomplished artist, became the pace-setter for Tiffany.12
The competition between them drove Tiffany to become an indefatigable experimentalist
and innovator in stained glass.
Tiffany devoted himself to art in several of its various aspects with the same
versatility and energy as early Italian Renaissance masters. The Philadelphia Centennial
Exposition of 1876, catalyst for the Aesthetic Movement in America, inspired Tiffany to
establish his first business.13 The British dispatched artifacts and ideas of their Aesthetic
Movement to the Exposition for American producers and consumers. The art on view
emphasized the production of furniture, metalwork, ceramics, stained glass, textiles,
wallpapers, and books. As Roger Stein has advised:
The Aesthetic Movement as a cultural phenomenon played an active role in
the transformation of American life in the 1870s, 1880s, and early 1890s. It
was a critique of previous modes of life and thought both a response to and
an expression of contemporary America culture, that is, the material
conditions of the late nineteenth-century.14

nffany visited Alexandria, Cairo and Tangiers in September of 1870.
Koch, 64. After the dissolution of Associated Artists in 1884, Tiffany devoted himself entirely to creating

!~~~ory Winter,lhe Dynasty ofLouis Comfort Tiffany (Boston:Private Printing,1970): 21.

Couldrey, 77-80.
14
Roger B. Stein, "Artifact as Ideology: The Aesthetic Movement in Its American Cultural Context," in In
Pursuit ofBeauty: American.f and the Aesthetic Movement (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art,1986):
23.
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In the spring of 1879, Tiffany told his friend Candace Wheeler " I have been

t deal about decorative work, and I am going into it as a profession. I
dJID)dDI a grea
.,.ueve there is more in it than in painting pictures." 15 Convinced of the rightness of this
. i n Tiffany and a few of his talented friends opened L.C. Tiffany and Associated
decll o ,
ArtiJts. 16 In addition to embellishing the ceilings, walls, and floors of a home, Associated

Artilts also provided furniture, lighting, and windows. They further advised clients
reprding which objects were appropriate for their collections. 17
Inspired by the Aesthetic Movement, Tiffany also absorbed the ideology of William
Morris and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. Overwhelmed by nineteenth-century
industrialization, Morris and the Pre-Raphaelites aimed to revive individual craftsmanship.
Like Morris, Tiffany envisioned a Medieval workshop atmosphere with himself as master,
surrounded by assistants. Yet the similarities ended when it came to the socialist beliefs
that shaped Morris's ideology. Instead, Tiffany, concerning himself with the commercial

operations of his business, used the model of Morris & Company, not for political reasons,
but to create highly marketable, hand-crafted objects. 18 Contemporary art critic Cecilia
Waern wrote:

As for the social gospel that lies at the heart of the English movement, the
noble desire for the regeneration of society on widespread and practical lines,
it is obviously out of the question here. For the present, it would be almost
absurd to expect a serious 'return to simplicity' in the land of mushroom
fortunes.19

15

16~h,65.
Ibid. 68 L.C. Tiffany and Associated Artists opened three years after the fair. However, Tiffany and his
friends had been working together in the New York Society of the Decorative Arts prior to their business
endeavor. Samuel Colman specialized in color and pattern, Lockwood DeForest, in Indian carvings, and
Candace Wheeler, in textiles and embroidery. They combined their gifts with Tiffany's in the creation of
exotic interiors. Tiffany's contributions encompassed every possible use of glass, including; mosaics,
f~corative objects and stained glass windows.
Alastair Duncan, Masterworks ofLouis Comfort Tiffany (New York: Abrams,1989), 35.
18
On-line Glass Museum. www.glass.co.nz/artsncrafts.html. 4/5/2000.
19
Cecilia Waern. "The Industrial Arts of America; The Tiffany Glass and Decorating Company, "The
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f the American elite, Tiffany, unlike Morris, did not face moral dilemmas
. . . apart O
t ·n·ng to the wealthy. Instead, the Associated Artists designed interiors for the
about ca.,
11e•e1 of the most prominent Americans.

As their fame grew, the Associated Artists were commissioned to decorate the
Presidential Palace in Cuba, and the homes of Mark Twain, Andrew Carnegie, and
Cornelius Vanderbilt ll. In spite of their success, the Associated Artists disbanded after
only four years. 20
Tiffany, studying the chemistry and techniques of glassmaking on his own since the
age of twenty-four, fabricated his frrst windows in the early 1870s. His interest in the
medium reached new heights during the days of the Associated Artists. Conducting his
experiments on the top floor of the Associated Artists building, Tiffany examined bits of
old iridescent Roman glass vases and poured over old records until be unveiled the
formulas for color in medieval windows. His former associate, Candace Wheeler, declared:
I think Mr. Tiffany was rather glad to get rid of us all, for his wonderful
experiments in glass iridescence meant far more to him at the time than
association with other interests. Mr. Tiffany's experiments in color went on
... finding out the secrets of tints in ancient Cathedral windows, and the
proportions of metals and chemicals which would produce certain shades of
color. 21
Tiffany worked first in tiles and later in mosaics and stained glass. His experiments
resulted in a type of glass that was characteristically his own.
As early as 1875, Tiffany worked with the glass blowers at Thill's glasshouse in
Brooklyn. He labored to create a glass that could be used for draperies and flesh tones
without further painting and firing. Frustrated with the inability to communicate his

~nternational Studio 2 (1897): 156.

~och, 72. This dissociation was due almost certainly to Tiffany's conviction that the best way of doing
things was his own. Additionally, his interests and experiments in glass overtook his interior design
~~pirations.

Ibid. 73
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makers be founded the Tiffany Glass Company in 1885
'
and again
_..~ mpetition with John LaFarge. Co-founders of the Arne .
,.coaaterPJ co
racan School of
StaiD
ass, Tiffany and LaFarge's rivalry increased over the years' as they competed for
eel Gl

fllloDto tbe gIass

• •

22

IDIDY of the same commiSSions.
Tbe rift between the two artists, fueled by an argument over th e creation
. of
opa)escent glass in flat sheets, took them to the brink of a lawsuit. To th'•s day the question
about wbo first created the technique remains unanswered. 23 However, the record of the
intense competition between these two men is indicative of the importance stamed
.
glass
acquired during this period.
While LaFarge excelled in figurative and landscape designs' g'avmg
. h•m
. the edge on
ecclesiastical commissions, Tiffany favored more pastoral subjects' su ch as symbolic
Dowers and vines, as well as scenery.24 However, patrons were hesitant to accept this
particular type of window for use in their churches. Most believed th at the prevailing
Gothic Revival architecture of the time called for Gothic style wind ows, whach
. were
transparent, handmade, and leaded and depicted the religious iconography LaFarge
supplied. 25
True to one of his most important aims, Tiffany continued to work on a type of
glass that would eliminate the use of paint, etching or enameling to add dimension to
stained glass. At the Heidt Glass Works, Tiffany invented a new type of glass, filled with
the promise and possibility of fulfilling his goal. These three-dimensional sheets of colored

22McKeon, The Lost Treasures, 238.
23Julie A. Sloan, "The Rivalry between Louis Comfort Tiffany and John LaFa

, .
M_agazine of the Victorian Society in America Fall (1997): 50-56. Sloan tells the ~e, Nmeteenth Century, the
the LaFarge and
Tiffany rivalry in great detail with a defmite anti-Tiffany sentiment While thi
of particles that reflect and scatter light) .had been in use for
ky
by the
~~iletnes, and boxes, it bad never before been made mto sheets for use in wind glasses, pitchers, vases,
. .
. LaFarge also did non-object windows such as in a Newport Protestant Cbur::s.
mdebted to Dr. Jennifer Hardin, Professor of American Art History at the U . ·
this information I am
fJ"""ions held between ()ctober aud November of 2000.
oover!Oty of South Florida.
Alice Cooney
Renaissance:
Stained Glass in the Aesthebc
. Period" · l Pu ·
•1
(N
. Frelingbuysen, "A.New
eauty:
Amertcans
and
the
Aesthetic
l,... ovement
ew
York:
Metropolitan
Museum of Art,l986),
m n189-95.
rsutt of
12
B

su~pe~sion

~tf
decad~~ g~ass (~reated

~or

fold
_., repti<ated the biUowiog of a gauzy gowo or tbe volummous
.
DIJIIed bis invention drapery glass. Continuing his expertments.
.
s of curtains. Tiffany
18 glass

_..ay years. ultimately TitTaoy could proclaim:

over the next

:uex~enmeuts,

By the aid of studies in chemistry and through years f
.
I have
rouod meaos to avoid tbe use of paints, etching or
treating the surface of the glass so that now it is possibl t 0rnmg, or otherwise
glass of which eveo tbe Resbtones are not superficialle produce fogures in
what I call 'genuine glass' be<ause there are no tr' treated, built up of
needed to express Oesh.16
IC ' or tbe glassmaker

i

In addition to America's passion for stained glass in the late 1880s, the demand for
mosaics grew at a similar pace. Robert Koch reflected in Rebel in Glass that " this in part
reftected a Byzantine revival sparked by Sardou's play Theodora, starring Sarah
Bernhardt."27 Tiffany, never one to miss an opportunity to create in glass, added mosaics
made with glass, to his expansive repertoire.
Restless despite all his success in painting, interior design and glass, Tiffany' famous
in America, but unknown in Paris, desired broader exposure. Inclusion in the upcoming
Columbian Exposition of 1893 provided him with the opportunity to demonstrate his
talents in glass to the international community.

26Louis Comfort Tiffany,"Color and its kinship to sound.", The Art World 2 (May 1917) .
27K
och, 80.

,
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Chapter 2
The 1893 World's Fair
Chicago's Colombian Exposition:
" The White City"
"Sell the cookstove if necessary, but come to the Fair"
-Hamlin Garland, in a letter to his parents, 18931

The night sky is ablaze with a million stars, the air thick with romance as your
gondola glides effortlessly through the water, light dancing off the surface which is smooth
u glass. You melt into the cushions behind you, consumed by the mystery of this magical,

ethereal city, La Serenissima, queen of the sea. Suddenly you are jolted to your senses,
your handsome gondolier speaks to you not in his sensuous mother tongue, but in flawless
English. He is talking about the Ferris wheel and electric lights. The buildings to your left
and right are white, in fact all of the buildings bordering on this Grand Basin are a
dazzling white with a decidedly Roman flair in their architecture. 2 Indeed, your
imagination may place you in sumptuous Venezia, but this mirage is merely an astounding
facsimile. In fact you are floating on a man-made lagoon 300 feet wide and 1100 feet long
in the heartland of America. The year is 1893, and you are at the World's Fair in Chicago,
the last and greatest fair of the nineteenth century. OfficiaUy commemorating the 400th
anniversary of Columbus's discovery of the New World, the Fair was actuaUy a celebration
of American culture and society. 3 Immensely popular in the nineteenth century, World

~Phil Patton, "Sell the Cookstove if Necessary, but Come to tbe Fair," Smithsonian 24 (1993): 38.
Stanley Applebaum, The Chicago World's Fair of 1893 (New York: Dover, 1980),15. Only tbe buildings
surrounding the Court of Honor, i.e. the Agricultural, Mining, Machinery, Administration, Electricity,
Manufactures and Liberal Arts,Transportation, Horticulture and Fisheries Buildings and tbe Palace of Fine
Arts qualify for this" White City" designation.
lpaul Greenhalgh, Ephemeral VIStas: The Expositions UniverseUes, Great Exhibitions and World's Fairs, 1851
-1939 (Manchester, UK: Manchester University Press, 1988), 16. Professed reasons for these blockbuster
expositions bad to be carefully constructed and profoundly ideal.
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rovided entertainment, but a unique environment for marketing

~~~p The Chicago Columbian Exposition was widely publicized both ~.
ly

,..._,, as well.
nat10naUy
.onaUy and people traveled from every corner of the world to see it D .
aJCI iDtern•ti
'
• rawmg
over ..• Illillion visitors, its guest roster included such notable figures as Frederick Douglass,
7
Jlllll AddliDI'• Henry Blake Fuller, Scott Joptin , and Henry Adams. 4
Living in the shadow of Hollywood special effects, and Las Vegas's Venetian
-nlicaJ today's society has difficulty grasping the impact a Fair could have on th
.
·~ '
e•oo
and the world. The most famous predecessor to the Chicago Exposition, the Paris
EspOsition of 1889, boasted the Eitfel Tower as its piece de resistance. Julie Rose has
attempted to clarify the importance of Fairs in the nineteenth-century,"they could be seen
11 1

combination of the Olympics, DisneyWorld, the Superbowl, and the Natio na1GaUery-

an international entertainment and cultural event with lasting social importance...5
Referring to the Chicago Exposition as the fair of all fairs and the zenith of expostttons,
..
children's writer L. Frank Baum turned the White City into the Emerald City of Oz. 6
Moses P. Bandy, director of promotions and publicity, sent representat'•ves to tbe
governments of nations throughout Latin America, Europe, Africa, and Asia· 1n addtbon
..
to these efforts, the Fair received validation from President Harrison in the aorm
~ of a
proclamation inviting all foreign governments to participate in the Fair. Mobil'IZtng
. one of
the most high powered advertising campaigns in American history, the Fair'8 publtctty
..
department churned out circulars, pamphlets, and books in every modern Ianguage.7 Jobn
Flinn informs us of the outcome of this publicity, " The result was that the peop1e of all
countries were made perfectly familiar with the scope and magnitude of the Expostbon
.. a

4J~e ~_Rose, "The World's Columbian Exposition: Idea, ~xperience, Aftermath," (MA tbesi1

t
1996), bttp://:sroads.virg;oia.edul-MA96/WCE/title.html.
~~:~n,50.
Vl'l!'D...

Greenhalgh, 38-39.
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.

u..,.,.,

,_,before its opening. " 8 In fact, spectacular results created an entirely new problem.

roreiP nations and exhibitors from home requested far more space than the exhibition
eoald prov•'de.

9

The Exposition's architecture presented America as a cultural, commercial, and
tee)laologicalleader. Frederick Law Olmsted, Daniel Hudson Burnham, and the board of
Architects, a group by and large trained at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Paris, decided on
an unusual plan for the Fair.10 Utilizing the natural landscape, Olmsted created a
Venetian-style waterway system consisting of a maio basin and lagoons fed by Lake
Michigan. Fringed by fourteen massive buildings, all covered with staff of dazzling white,
this main waterway was dubbed the Grand Basin.11 The monumental gilded statue of the

Republic, by the eminent sculptor, Daniel Chester French, stood proudly at its center. 12
Heralded as the beginnings of comprehensive city planning in America, this particular
arrangement of buildings, created to inspire beauty and harmony, introduced the concept
of a core or civic center.ll
With few exceptions, commentators on the Fair agreed that the distinction of being
the most beautiful and imposing exhibit of the entire Exposition could be given to its
architecture, and in particular, the buildings of the Grand Court. Designed primarily in a
classical or Renaissance style, they were retrospective as well as elegant. America, still a

8
John J. Flinn, ed., Of.jkial Guide to the World's Columbian Exposition (Chicago: Columbian Guide
fom~any, 1894),386.
Burg, Chicago's White City of 1893 (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1976),184-6.
.
1~aVId
Applebaum, 11-13. The Beaux-Arts school preached the need to clad the exterior of a building in histone
styles, sometimes more pure, sometimes disconcertingly eclectic, with a marked preference for styles of
antiquity and the Renaissance. They proclaimed "laws" of composition, with their stable harmony
dependent on symmetrical or balanced masses; their strong axes; the clarity of their boundaries at ground
~yet, cornice level and sides, and their gradual modulations and transitions from one element to anot~er.
Greenhalgh, 46. The Columbian Exposition set the pace for future Fairs with its complex landscapmg, .
and extraordinary pieces of fantasy architecture. All of the architecture on the Grand Basin was covered m
staff. Staff is a building material with a plaster of Paris base, it is used on exterior wall coverings of
l~mporary buildings.
Burg, 120.
13
For this information I am indebted to Dr. David Wright, Professor in Art History at the University of
South Florida. Discussions held between May and August of 2000.
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,....DIti·on' assimilated these classical forms in architecture at the time to promote ideals
e(fiJI'IIIODY, stability, sanctuary, and security. As Talbot Hamlin bas expressed:

It was the compeUing effect of its formal plan, rather than the accident of its
superficial style, which was largely responsible for this popularity. For the
first time, hundreds of thousands of Americans saw a large group of
buildings harmoniously and powerfully arranged in a plan of great variety,
perfect balance, and strong climax effect. This vision of harmonious power
was such a contrast to the typical confusion of the average American town
that the visitors were stunned.14

Dignified and beautiful, the Beaux~Arts style set the standard of taste in American
architecture for at least the next fifteen years.15 Americans embraced the order that the
style provided during a period of great disharmony and disorder. 16
Although the ideology of progress coupled with classicism made for curious
bedfeUows, overaU the White City struck most viewers as something bold and new.
Eltremely weD planned, the White City, dignified, monumental, and weU~run, boasted
stat~of-the

art sanitation and transportation systems, as well as, electrical lighting on a

large scale. 17
The average nineteentb~century American, typically a farmer, accustomed to
kerosene lamps for light, horses for transportation, and hand~pumped water, could not
conceive of electricity for home use. Although charmed with the novelty of electricity, in
general people believed only public places could utilize its power. Embellishing the
Venetian~Roman metropolis with electricity, in effect making the White City whitest at

14
Talbot Hamlin, Forms and Functions of Twentieth-Century Architecture (New York: Columbia University
1952), 578-9.
Carl Condit, The Chicago School ofArchitecture (Chicago: Chicago UP,l964), 45. In contrast to the
popular approval of the Fair's plan, Louis Sullivan, believing the architectural ideology of the Fair to be
harmfully regressive, objected to the classicism as a suitable vehicle, claiming "the damage wrought by the
~orld's Fair will last for half a century from its date, if not longer."
http://xroads,virgioa.edu/--cap/citybeautiful.html. 5/17/2000. Social upheaval centered on the city during
tbe Gilded Age. Beginning with Chicago's Haymarket Riot of 1886 and followed by labor unrest just prior
~d just after the beginning of the 1893 depression.
Judith A. Adams, "The promotion of new technology through fun and spectacle: electricity at the World's
Columbian Exposition", Journal ofAmerican Culture 18 (1995) : 45-55.
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llilbt, bad a formative influence on the American public. The Fair transformed the old
..,rid cityscape into something characteristically American by infusing it with the
tee~~oology

that would propel us into the twentieth century; the fair became (among many

dliDP) a demonstration of technological capabilities. Prior to 1893 electricity had been a

ftilbtening and unproved power source, but its extensive use at the Fair paved the way for
public acceptance and proliferation of this technology.18
An exquisite combination of culture and commerce, the Manufacturers and
Liberal Arts Building, advertised as the largest building in the world, cost $1.5 million to
build, and rose 245.5 feet above its main floor. Preparing the public to be impressed, the
publicity department issued pamphlets informing readers that the building was three times
the size of Saint Peter's in Rome, and could seat 300,000 people. 19 Covering more than
eleven acres of exhibition space, it assembled exhibitors from aU over the world. The
building served a dual purpose, displaying manufactured goods next to exhibits roughly
categorized as part of the humanities. As Julie Rose has noted:
Remington typewriters and Tiffany and Company stained glass were under
the same exhibition roof with the University of Chicago's 70-ton Yerkes
telescope and Johann Sebastian Bach's clavichord•••Furniture from the
palace of the King of Bavaria was displayed, as was the manuscript of
Lincoln's inaugural address and Mozart's spinet. This was the most eclectic
of exhibits, combining goods for sale with items of historical and artistic
interest.20
Recognized as the "greatest product ofthe machinery of enterprise to be exploited",
this Fair, more than any other before it, espoused the ideology of the profit margin.21 A
successful merchant display at the Fair could mean financial success. Ultimately, Tiffany's
Chapel was included in the Manufacturers and Liberal Arts building. However, the
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J~an Ralph, Harper's Chicago and the World's Fair (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1893), 1.
20Juhe
Rose,"World's Columbian Exposition," 1996.

21
Paul Greenbaigb." Tbe Style and the Age" in Art Nouveau 1890-1914 (London: V & A Publications, 2000),
31.
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~ plall' for

es)libition space bad made no provision for stained glass windows.

1Vbed tbis omission was brought to his attention, Tiffany, an astute business man, quickly
.

ti.

22

..,apt to remedy t b e s1tua on.

22 McKeon, The Lost Treasures , 79. Due to lack of exhibiting space, the opportunity for Tiffany to display
his work was seriously jeopardized.
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Chapter3

Splendor in Glass:
Tiffany's 1893 Chapel Exhibit

Upon discovering no provisions had been made for the display of leaded stained
ps windows at the Fair, Louis conferred with his father, Charles Tiffany. They decided
to instaU Louis's creation in the space provided for Tiffany & Company Jewelers in the
Manufacturers and Liberal Arts building. Featuring his unique favrile glass and
promoting his recently formed Tiffany Glass & Decorating Company, Tiffany created an
e1quisite exhibit for the Fair that included a Chape1. 1 Being multi-faceted and complex,
Tiffany embodied the spirit of his time and pulled inspiration from several sources for the
Chapel, among them the Aesthetic Movement, Arts & Crafts Movement, Art Nouveau, and
E1oticism. Apolphe Rette, a French journalist commenting on the condition of
contemporary society, told his readers on 1 March 1898:
We are living in a storm where a hundred contradictory elements coUide;
debris from the past. scraps of the present, seeds of the future, swirling,
combining, separating under the imperious wind of destiny.2
Reflecting this dominant characteristic of eclecticism, Tiffany's, as well as Louis Sullivan's
project, deviated from the Italian Renaissance plaster classicism of the fair.3 Working with
carefree abandon, Tiffany created an entirely hand-made, Byzantine inspired, quasi-

1
Louis Comfort Tiffany, The Art work of Louis Comfort Tiffany (Poughkeepsie: Apollo, 1897), 45. Tiffany,
tired of working with outside furnaces bad recently opened bis own glass furnace in Corona on Long Island.
It was here Tiffany created bisfavrile glass. What distinguished this band-made glass was not just color, he
produced 5,000 hues, but its ever changing forms. Specifically the scores of new patterns in glass, such as
!rapery glass, mottled glass, confetti glass, and jeweled glass.
3Aidophe Rette,LaPlume (1898): 129.
Burg, 45. Louis Sullivan designed the golden door for the Transportation building. These two exhibits were
the only exceptions to tbe fairs theme, and both were greeted with cheers from many critics wbo saw them as
steps toward the development of an architecture with a distinctly American flair.

20

JlOIIIInesque Chapel. It echoed a modified form of Henry Hobson Richardson's
ioterpretation of the Romanesque style.4 In addition, the Chapel may have been inspired
by Frederic Church's Olana of 1870.5

The Chapel, filled with Christian symbolism, and encrusted with mosaics, reflects
the inspiration Tiffany received on his 1865 European trip. Reminiscent of San Vitale in
Ravenna, it contained all the elements of a sacred space: altar, reredos, baptismal font,
nave and stained glass windows.6 However, contrary to the medieval artisan ideology of
creating Cathedrals to the glory of God, Tiffany designed his Chapel purely as a
commercial showcase:
We have endeavored, in our exhibit, to bring before the eyes of the visitors
to the World's Fair various objects from different departments in order to
illustrate the scope of our business, which embraces all forms of ecclesiastical
and domestic embellishment. 7
·
While not a complete heterodox, it did set up a contestatory situation, in essence, the
secular commodification of a sacred space. Yet, apparently Tiffany did not feel conflicted
about this. Convinced that an exposition actually helped diffuse a "decadent and capitaldriven bourgeoisie" he voiced his opinion at a speech for the Rembrandt Club in New
York:

4
www.realviews.com/architecture/homes/ricbardson.htmJ. 6/14/2000. Site created by Sandra PoUack. In
Particular, Richardson's arches were frequently not Romanesque but Syrian. An early Christian form which
~rings from the ground level and are characterized by short, robust columns.
http://www.hvnet.comlhouses/olanalindeL 6/20/2000, Information regarding Olana is from the Hudson
Valley Network Historic Houses. Olana was the summer home and studio for American landscape artist,
Frederic Church. It is highly probable that Tiffany visited Olana with his friend Lockwood DeForest.
DeForest was Mrs.Cburch's cousin and he designed the "Hindoo" fireplace surround for home. Olana was
Near Eastern in feeling but defied stylistic categorizing. It featured Moorish metalwork, oriental rugs,
Egyptian ibis, and a brass Buddha in a quasi-Romanesque niche. Eclectic does not adequately describe the
home.
~The ornamental wall behind the altar.
Tiffany, Louis Comfort. A Synopsis of the exhibit of the Tiffany Glass and Decorating company in the
American secti011 ofthe Manufacturers and Liberal Arts Building at the World's Fair Jackson Park, Chicago,
Rlinois, 1893 (fiffany Studios: New York. 1893): 1.
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Exhibitions are of great ·use; the artist comes face to face with his fellow
artists, and patrons are better able to judge of the merits of the work of each.
Moreover, an intelligent exhibition aids greatly in crushing out the purely
commercial spirit which too often invades this field. 8
Leaving no corner of the exhibit unadorned, Tiffany's display, arranged in the form
of 1 Light Room, Dark Room, and a Chapel, demonstrated all facets of the newly formed
business. Included were ecclesiastical and domestic embellishments, frescoes, mural
paintings, colored glass windows, marble and glass mosaics, wood carving and inlaying,

metal work, embroideries, upholsteries, and hangings. Although the Light and Dark
Rooms were primarily comprised of domestic interior decoration, all three spaces contained
accouterments of ecclesiastical art.9
The Light Room, drenched in silver and pearl from floor to ceiling, boasted two
windows demonstrating Tiffany's advances in stained glass. The Feeding of the Flamingos
window featured a young maiden extending her hand to feed two very curious flamingos in
the court of a Roman house. 10 Prominent in this window are two unique types of Tiffany
glass. The maiden's robe is executed in drapery glass, and scattered liberally around the
Ramingo's feet are small bits of colorful glass floating in an amber glass matrix that Tiffany
termed confetti glass. 11 A chandelier made from mother of pearl illuminated the room.

8
Tiffany, Louis Comfort," American Art Supreme in Colorist Glass," The Forum XV (1893): 621-628. This
speech was delivered before Tiffany and his father made arrangements for him to display his work in the
fitiaoy and Company Jeweler's space.
"Tiffany Glass and Decorating Company's Exhibit at the Columbian Exposition," The Decorator and
f:rnisher (1893): 9-13.
McKeon, The Lost Treasures, 63. This window is an exact replica in glass of a painting Tiffany had on
nhibit in the Fine Arts building also at the Fair.
Tiffany,"American Art Supreme in Colored Glass," 623. The focus of Tiffany's energies for the two
decades preceding the fair had been on the perfection of colored glass for windows. Not satisfied with simply
recreating glass from the past, Tiffany aimed to exceed that which had gone before, and quite frankly he
believed he was successful, "I maintain that the best American colored windows are superior to the best
medieval windows." Drapery glass was one of his successes. These sheets of colored glass were styled to
represent folds in textiles with a three dimensional effect. Achieved by moving heavy corrugated rollers over
the molten glass, then punching, pressing, and pulling it with tongs until the right kind of drape was
obtained.
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The dominant tone of the Dark Room was green. Featuring a faux fireplace, its
booded mantel, decorated with beading, rested upon pilasters of glass mosaics. A mosaic

rrieze encircling the room, tied the mantel to the wall by means of decorative line.

12

Although impressive, the Light and Dark Rooms failed to prepare the Fair visitor for the
sublime sight of the Chapel.
A majestic tour de force of mosaic, the Chapel far surpassed any interior
commission Tiffany had previously executed in mosaics. Gleaming and sparkling like a
Tiffany & Company display case of jewels, the Chapel combined the heterogeneity of
influences from Tiffany's life with harmony and precision. Fully indulging his colorist soul,
the inner sanctuary teemed with hues and tints. Laurence Ruggiero, Curator at the Charles
Hosmer Morse Museum of American Art, states:
The Chapel, a set of magnificently decorated and integrated architectural
elements set in an intimate simple space, was a sculptural achievement in a
brilliantly unified design. Its underlying geometry of rectangles, cylinders,
13
spheres and squares, was as simple as its decoration was compleL
A Byzantine-inspired glimpse of heaven stood proudly at the end of a very short
nave. The impressive altar, elevated on a low predeUa of white marble, supported a series
of eight steps bearing ornaments and biblical inscriptions.
A single slab of Carrara marble served as the altar. Tiffany lavished it with one
hundred and fifty thousand pieces of tessarae, made offavrile glass, and ornamented its
face with five medaUions representing the Four Evangelists and the Savior.
Scripture quotations glowed from the altar shelf. The exotic Tabernacle door, made
of gold filigree set with jade, discs of abalone shell, fresh water mussel shells, and semi-

12" Tiffany Glass and Decorating Company's Exhibit at the Columbian Exposition," The Decorator and
furnisher (1893): 9-13.
3
Laurence J. Ruggiero, script for a video about the Tiffany chapel, draft, July 1999.
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Feeding the Flamingos "
Stained Glass Window, c.l892
Louis Comfort Tiffany

precious marbles, possessed the element of surprise Tiffany so loved, with the "lumpy

e~egance ofthejewelry of Charlemagne's court."14
On the tabernacle's surface rested a scintillating cross of gold, with just enough
,.etal work to carry an enormous gold and yellow topaz. Elegant and refined, the altar

cross transcended mere decoration and became precious jewelry.
Clearly inspired by James McNeill Whistler's Peacock Room, the niche behind the
altar exploded in a kaleidoscope of color.15 This reredos, a harmony in blues, purples, reds
and gold, also featured twin peacocks.16 Assembling the entire ensemble from sectiliae, cut
rrom Tiffany's new glass, it featured wrinkles, bubbles, bumps, and folds.17Giass
hemispheres, the size of golf balls, were set throughout the design rendering a luminous
wonder to it all.
The ciborium, in tandem with the niche of the reredos, consisted of five radiating
concentric arches, all covered with overlays of gold, studding of jewels and inlays of mosaic.

As one moved closer to the altar, the religious imagery became more profuse. Crosses,
Latin inscriptions, and symbolic roundels moved in crescendos of light and dark toward the
dramatic backdrop of the reredos. 18
To the right of the main altar stood the baptistery, set against the backdrop of
Tiffany's Field ofLilies window. A tapestry in glass of cobalt blue mountains, red seas, and

14
Bugh McKeon. "Tiffany's Chapel a Treasure Rediscovered, " (Charles Hosmer Morse Foundation:
Winter Park,1977), 2.
15Couldrey, 40. On one of his many trips to London Tiffany had occasion to view Whistler's Peacock Room.
Built in 1867, for a house in Princes Gate, the room is an outstanding example of an artist disregarding the
barrier between fine and applied arts. Today the interior is permanently installed at the Freer Gallery of
Washington, D.C.
6peacocks, representing the incorruptibility of the flesh, were a form of Christian iconography. For this
information I am grateful to Dr. Helena Szepe, Professor of Medieval and Renaissance Art History at the
p.fversity of South Florida. Lecture classes held between August and December, 1999.
Edgar Waterman Anthony, A History ofMosaics (New York:Hacker, 1968): 35. In contrast to tessarae
rhich are geometric in shape, sectilliae are any shape appropriate for the design.
8Michael McLeon, " Treasure Pulled from Ruins," The Orlando Sentinel, May 2, 1999.
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"Tiffany Chapel "
created for the 1893 Chicago
Columbian Exposition

a prolific field oflilies, with an angelic figure gracing its center, this window, recalled for
the faithful the "lilies of the field" passage from the Sermon on the Mount.
Previously, Tiffany had not enjoyed as much success in ecclesiastical window
commissions as he would have liked. Desiring to remedy this situation, he instaUed two
windows in the exhibit with the hope of appealing to the religious segment. The
Entombment, designed in a style reminiscent of the Netherlands Renaissance painters,

depicted Joseph of Arimathea supporting Jesus tenderly while Mary Magdalene knelt in
prayer. StylisticaUy, the window pointed out that the Tiffany Glass and Decorating
Company could and would make windows in the tradition of old master oil paintings.
Untreated glass would be used whenever possible, but the brush would be employed when
necessary. This particular window started out as a full scale oil painting, which was then
translated onto glass. Glittering, gem-like, mosaic glass is absent. The emphasis here is on
the story and not the formal values of the glass. In light of Tiffany's allegiance to the
mosaic style of stained glass, this window appears as a contradiction. Yet, this serves to
support the overall ideology of commercialism in this display. Tiffany used the Fair mainly
as a vehicle to promote his company. The businessman in him offered the public what it
wanted. He did not simply paint on the glass as some nineteenth-century artists had done.
Many parts of the Entombment- the trees, the hills, the sky, and aU the robes- are executed
in untreated glass.19
Mastering glass to simulate a painting by the great Florentine master, Botticelli,
Tiffany created his Madonna and Child window, also called The Seven Gifts of the Holy

19
1 am grateful to Jennifer Perry, Curator of Collections, at the Charles Hosmer Museum of American Art,
Winter Park, Florida for information regarding The Entombment window in particular, and Tiffany
business practices in general. Conversations held between March and September, 2000. Tiffany
occasionally made business decisions that were not necessarily to promote him artistically but to increase
revenue for his company. A prime example of this is the creation of his leaded glass lamps. The rank
commercially of these lamps caused him to feel less satisfaction than in any of his endeavors. Even his
biography, which focused on his creations in art, omitted any mention of the lamps, yet includes many of his
obscure achievements.

Chapel
detail,Created
c.l392 for the 1 893 Chicago Columbian Exposition .
Favrile Reredos,
Glass Mosaic.
The Charles Hosmer Morse Museum of American Art. Winter Park, Fl .

Spirit, years before the Fair. In bold opposition to the Entombment window, but also
installed in the Chapel, it is brightly colored in jeUy bean hues. The Madonna echoes
Botticelli's Birth of Venus with her droopy-eyed beauty and elongated neck, which appears
to be free of bones. Likewise, the seven ladies surrounding the throne, and representing the
gifts of the Holy Spirit, reflect those same qualities ofBotticeUian beauty.20
Tiffany's bow to the Fair's theme of progress, his electrolier, hovered above the
attar, intensifying the brllliance of the gold, mosaics, and jewels. In the form of a threedimensional cross, and made of gilded pipe, rdigree, and green turtlebacks, it combined
nineteenth-century technology with ancient forms and dazzling color. 21 Among the many
medals awarded to Tiffany for the Chapel, the electrolier received one for its imaginative
adaptation of electrification. 22
Well acquainted with the power of an international exposition to promote an artist,
Tiffany executed this extraordinary display to introduce himself and his art to the world. A
sensation of the Exposition, the Chapel brought him international acclaim. Before the
Fair's end, one and a half mlllion people would enter through the Chapel's doors and faD
under its enchanting speD. Although not created as a venerated object, reports from the
time tell us that, "men doffed their hats and women knelt at the altar upon entering." 23
The Chapel acquired spiritual significance for Tiffany as well. In the ensuing years he
would spend large sums of his personal wealth and time assuring the Chapel's survival. 24

I

I

I

20McKeon, "Tiffany's Chapel," 3.
21Turtlebacks are glass blown in a mold resembling the sheD of a smaU turtle.
22Information courtesy of Jennifer Perry, Curator of Collections, Charles Hosmer Morse Gallery of
American Art, Winter Park, Florida. Conversations held between March and September, 2000.
23Ibid.
24McLeon, 14.
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I
/iield of Lilies" Stained Glass IHndow
c. 1917
lihe Charles Hosmer Nus e um of
jlllerican Art. lhnter Park, Fl.
rlouis Comfort Tiffany

Baptismal Font
c. 1892
Favrile glass mosaic and leaded
Favrile glass. Louis Comfort Tiffany
designer. Created for the 1 893
Chicago Columbian Exposi tion.
The Charles Hosmer Morse Museum of
American Art. Winter Park, Fl.

Chapter4
Little Chapel Lost

I
I

Perhaps indicative of future events for Tiffany's Chapel, the Chicago Columbian
Exposition ended on a tragic note.1 While the Chapel won fathomless praise at the Fair, it
bad attained the status of a "white elephant." Initially, Tiffany opted to transport it back

I

to his studio in New York and open it for exhibition. New Yorkers who had not been to the

I

Fair now had the opportunity to experience the Chapel for a twenty-five-cent admission

I

fee. Donating the proceeds of admission to the Bethlehem Day Nursery, Tiffany continued

I

to exhibit the Chapel in New York for several years. During its stay in Tiffany's studio the
Chapel, and eventually its meaning, underwent a transformation. The actual Chapel
remained true to its original design, however, the Light and Dark Rooms were
disassembled.2 Perhaps more important than the physical adaptations, a new
interpretation of the Chapel began to emerge. Though stiU utilized to generate revenue,
now imbued with characteristics of charity, it started to transcend its purely commercial
persona.
FinaUy, Chicago's celebrated "Diamond Queen," Mrs. Celia Whipple Wallace
purchased the Chapel and all of its accouterments for $50,000. She then gave them to the
Cathedral of St. John the Divine in New York to serve as a memorial to her son. With this

I

I

change of venue the Chapel took on new meaning, now instead of crass commercialism, it

I

I

I

I

1"Cbicago: Close of the Fair," American Architect and Building News 42 (1893): 74-75. On the evening of
October 28, 1893 Chicago Mayor Carter Henry Harrison was shot and killed on the steps of his home,
shocking and saddening Chicago. What should have been a festive climax to a hugely successful exposition
rstead turned into a funeral.
Duncan, 7-8. The Light and Dark Rooms were disassembled and their components offered for sale at the
Tiffany studios.
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represented a religious place intended for worship. The yet to be completed Cathedral,
designed in a Romanesque Revival style, suited Tiffany's Byzantine-inspired Chapel
perfectly. The friendship between Tiffany and the Cathedral's Episcopalian Bishop, Henry
Colman Potter, made the arrangement more appealing. Pleased, Tiffany transported and
iostaUed the Chapel. Unfortunately, St. John the Divine proved to be an unworthy

I

I

I

I
I
I

caretaker of his masterpiece.3
Services were held in Tiffany's chapel until Bishop Potter's death in 1908. Then, in
an effort to bring construction to a conclusion, the firm of Cram, Goodhue and Ferguson
was engaged to restudy the plans for the Cathedral. Replacing the original Romanesque
design with a European Gothic meant Tiffany's Chapel no longer fit into the overall
scheme. 4 Additionally, the Chapel had been neglected, flooded, and left to rot; the
Cathedral's administrative board made the decision to board it up.
What transpired next was nothing short of tragic. The Cathedral authorities
somehow lost the exquisite topaz cross, and the Chapel fell into a state of gross disrepair.
Tiffany learned of the situation, and on May 27, 1916 he wrote to the Cathedral
authorities:
At the time of the Tiffany Chancel was donated to the Cathedral of St. John
the Divine it was understood that it should become a part of one of the
numerous permanent chapels. For some time after its temporary installation
it was used for services, but, later on, was abandoned. Since that time,
through dampness and neglect, the mosaic work has suffered materially and
as I consider it some of my best work it is but natural that I should feel that
some immediate action should be taken for its permanent preservation. To
this end, I am willing, at my own expense, to remove the chancel and its
furnishings, restore the same completely, and to bold it until such time as a

3McKeon, The Lost Treasures, 143-145. Unfortunately the chapel was never placed as it was intended,
relegated to a basement crypt, the arches were cut to accommodate its broadly vaulted ceiling. The original
form of the chapel was completely changed, and major elements were placed in entirely different locations
or were omitted entirdy.
4Ralph Cram, My Life in Architecture(Boston:Little, Brown and Company,1936), 77-79.
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permanent location has been provided in which it can be placed for services,
or until the Cathedral authorities might wish to relinquish it. 5

A letter to the Tiffany Glass and Decorating Company from J. Felbinger, the Cathedral's

caretaker, detailed the Chapel's sad condition. Felbinger's struggle with English did not
diminish his ability to describe the disaster:

St. John Divine Cathedral
June12/1916

Dear Sir:
I would like to state to you the conditions of this chapel! it
like if one of the German 42 centimeter shell had esploded
underneat it. And I am afraid to takle it fearing that some
pieces would fall and kill some of my mens here; the all
thing is ruined and all boasted up to pieces now I think of
the ornamental plaster work can be saved or if any it will
be very small part, the left side from the center down has
saged nearly 0'3" has the floor has gived out on that side more
than the other many pieces are loose and ready to drop, and
with all the possible care very little can be saved except the
altar and colium, the risers are in fearfull state and I would
like you to come and see this all thing as it is before
starting to take it down. I also would like to aske you to not
blame me or the mens at this job if we can not save more, if
this work had to stay an other month here it would then be
much more easy to take it down, as it would be all on the
floor, please Mr. Briggs6 try to come and see it by yourself.
Sincerely yours
J. Felbinger
P .S. I find out today the sour had boosted in this place and
5As quoted in, McKeon, The Lost Treasures, 145.
6McKeon, Tiffany's Chapel Rediscovered, 1. Joseph Briggs was a foreman at Tiffany's Glass and Decorating
Company.
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the wbaU room was flooded to the Hight of the altar platforine,
the reason for the rotten floor is there and no wonder it bas
saged down. 7
In a foUow-up note two days later, Felbinger commented, "it is rotten to have sucbe a nice

work ruined as it is now!" FinaUy, after long negotiations, the Cathedral authorities
allowed Tiffany to take his Chapel to Laurelton Hall. In yet another shift in its function,
Tiffany installed the Chapel in a building of its own, and dedicated it not as a chapel but as
a memorial to Bishop Potter. At this stage in Tiffany's life his artwork had fallen out of
favor, the Armory Show of 1913 having served to hasten his demise.8 A reminder of better
days, the Chapel now held enhanced significance for him. It may not have been a religious
zeal that initially endeared the Chapel to him, but now completely spiritual reasons
inspired him to restore it.
Happy and relieved with the final outcome, Tiffany busied himself with the creation
of a new altar cross, Field ofLilies window, and an entryway. He wired the new cross for
electicity. He designed a new lily window. Though minus the angel, it was as vibrant and
colorful as the first. A new massive oak door, seventy-seven inches high, emblazoned with a
stunning wrought iron Celtic cross, completed the Chapel. Realizing his vision, Tiffany's
Chapel looked as if it had never belonged any place but here. Now a space for quiet repose
and contemplation, the Chapel re-assumed the sacredness it had acquired when used for
services in the Cathedral.
Standing proud for several years on his Long Island estate, Tiffany delighted in
personally guiding every visitor on a tour of the Chapel. Testifying to the significance the
Chapel held for Tiffany, he requested to have his funeral service conducted there. Tiffany

7McKeon, The Lost Treasures, 145.
8couldrey, 158-9. Tiffany was shocked and confused over this highly significant exhibition. He saw it as a
rejection of his values. Further, he felt left out and left behind because he had not been invited to
participate. Feeling threatened he spoke out against the "modernists."
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died in the bitter cold of a New York winter, on January 17, 1933. The harsh weather made
it impossible to honor his final request; the Chapel, several miles away, was unheated.
It was always Tiffany's dearest wish to help young artists, and with this in mind he

established the Tiffany Foundation on September 12, 1918. The official grant stated:
The nature of the institution to be founded is an art institute, the object and
purposes of which are art education directed toward both art appreciation
and production, within the scope of the industrial as well as the fme arts and
as one means toward these educational purposes the establishment and
maintenance of a museum to contain objects of art. The place where the
museum and all buildings is to be in the Town of Oyster Bay, County of
Nassau and State of New York.9
Tiffany's wish for the foundation to operate in the guild tradition, prompted its creation
around Laurelton Ball.10 However, with Tiffany gone changes to his Foundation came
quickly. The Ball closed in 1938, and at the end of 1946, the art collection was sold at
auction for a total of$84,468.31. In 1949 the mansion and four acres of land brought
$10,000. 11 Tiffany's beloved windows could not even be given away; two from the Chapel
were accepted by Adelphi College on Long Island. Announcing plans to create a memorial
chapel to Tiffany, Albertus Magnus CoUege in upstate New York snatched up the
furnishings, altar, railing, lectern, candlesticks and baptismal font. Plans for the memorial
never materialized and the items housed by the college were left uncrated and accessible to
vandals for years.12
Ten years later, Hugh and Jeanette McKeon become the somewhat reluctant, yet
worthy caretakers of the remaining components and mosaics from the Chapel at Laurelton
Hall, further damaged from continual neglect and vandalism. They hired packers and

9McKeon, The Lost Treasures, 188.
10Stanley Lothrop, "Louis Comfort Tiffany Foundation: Art Guild, Oyster Bay, Long Island," American
Magazine ofArt (1923): 615-17.
11Duncan, 38. The buildings which held nearly every one of his masterpieces in leaded glass windows would
bring many millions today.
12Information from Jennifer Perry, Curator of CoUections, in conversations held between March and
September 2000.
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to transport the remains to Winter Park. The packers, contracted to remove, pack

and carefully ship the Chapel remnants to Florida, decided upon a different plan. Without
informing the McKeons of changes to the original, they removed the mosaics but did not
pack them. The moving company further compounded the problems by loading an entire
household of furniture and a large truck tire on top of the unprotected mosaics. When the
mosaics arrived in Florida, the McKeons were completely disheartened

What arrived in Winter Park, with the exception of the niche, was largely
fragments which I refused to accept. We tried unsuccessfully to find out what
had happened... After tempers and the telephone lines had cooled, the
fragments were photographed for record and unloaded as carefully as
possible.13
Undaunted and determined to bring the entire chapel together again, the McKeons
approached the trustees of the Albertus Magnus College about purchasing the altar and
other furnishings that had been standing for years in an unguarded room. Reminding the
College of their purported plans to build a chapel in Tiffany's memory, they negotiatied
the acqusition of the remaining components. Pressed for funds, the college authorities
asked an enormous price, and the McKeons declined. Ten years later the McKeons,
confronted with the certainty of the font's vandalization, proceeded with the purchase of all
the remaining furnishings, including the altar, which weighs just under two tons.
Years passed and the McKeons acquired virtually all the elements of the Chapel,
including those dispersed by the Tiffany Foundation. For years, Hugh McKeon toyed with
the idea of reinstalling the Chapel. In an effort to begin the process, he decided to have
each mosaic fragment packed in a separate crate and identified on the outside either by
photograph or drawing. He hoped to ease the burden of those who would someday, put

1

~cKeon, The Lost Treasures, 143.
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tbem back together, but once again people unwilling to follow instructions changed his
plans:
After studying the plan, and without giving me the benefit of their thinking,
the men working on the project concluded that identifying each piece was too
much trouble. As a result, all the mosaics from Tiffany's beloved Chapel are
now stacked in a warehouse in unmarked crates. When I discussed this last
development with one of the men, he replied, "Mr. McKeon, don't you
realize everyone around here thinks this stuff is a joke?" 14
Perhaps so, but Hugh McKeon certainly got the last laugh. After his wife's death in
1989, the Chapel's restoration became all the more meaningful to him. Redoubling his

efforts, he devoted the six years between her death and his to designing and building a new
facility with enough expansion space to house the restored Chapel. When he first
published his book, The Lost Treasures ofLouis Comfort Tiffany, in 1980, even he
considered the feat beyond the realm of possibility. Yet, McKeon did not give up. He lived
to see the Museum move to a larger facility, but his death in May of 1995 prevented him
from witnessing the restoration of the Chapel. In 1996, the Museum's trustees set out on
an uncharted course to install the Chapel, all afforded by the generous endowment left to
the Museum by the McKeons.15
Restorers from all over the country took part in the two-year effort: George Sexton,
a lighting designer from Washington, D.C., Wendy Kaplan, an art historian from the
Wolfsonian in Miami, John Maseman, a conservator from Pompano Beach, Tom
Venturella, one of the leading restorers of stained glass in the country, and Alice Cooney
Frelinghuysen, a Tiffany expert from the Metropolitan Museum of Art. By measuring,
studying, photographing, and meticulously cleaning every inch of hundreds of thousands

14McKeon,A Treasure Rediscovered, 11.
15Laureoce J . Ruggiero. script for a video about the Tiffany Chapel, draft, July 1999. When they died the
McKeoos left the bulk of their fortune of tens of millions to sustain the museum and provide for the chapel
restoration.
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of dime-sized glass mosaics, they uncovered the Chapel's intricacies, along with some
. 16
surpnses.
Students and volunteers patiently swabbed the mosaics with a mild detergent. The
first revelation discovered under the grime was a yeUowish tint on the glass, a careful
veneer painted on to give a muted, smoky look to the arches. As one observer pointed out:
Tiffany derived inspiration for the chapel from ancient Byzantine cathedrals
he had visited, going to great pains to evoke their air of ageless mystery. The
veneer gives the arch, which is directly above the altar, the look of being
smudged by the rising smoke of decades upon decades of faithfuUy burning
candles. 17
The conservation team soon came to realize that this weD thought out and carefuUy placed
veneer was part of a precisely executed pattern of light and dark. Up to this point the
Tiffany chapel had not been thoroughly scrutinized; indeed no photos had ever been found
of the Chapel from the 1893 exhibit. What they discovered next was unexpected and
dramatic, an intricate and complex pattern emerging from the mosaics in the columns.
What appears at first glance to be interlocking floral swirls, is actually a series of crosses
progressing towards the sacred space of the altar before becoming more numerous and
distinct and rmally crowding each other in an overlapping profusion.18
As part of a four million doUar expansion, the Museum grew from 16,000 square
feet to 25,000 to accommodate the Chapel. Unveiled to an eager audience ·on April 17,
1999, one hundred and six years after its original installation, Tiffany's Chapel for the

Columbian Exposition with some of its mysteries revealed and others yet to be discovered,
re-opened its doors to the public.19

16Infonnation provided by Jennifer Perry, Curator of Collections, in conversation 1111/2000.
17McLeod, 16.
18Ibid
19Jay Clar~e,"Tiffany Chapel on view for first time since 1893 fair," The Tampa Tribune, August 22, 1999.
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Conclusion

Exposure to a variety of cultural influences, afforded by his privileged life,
gave Tiffany a springboard for his creative endeavors. His 1893 Chapel reflects the
inspiration from several of these influences. At the Chicago Colombian Exposition,
the Chapel bad the connotations of a sacred space, yet it did not function as such.
Instead, it was created to be a completely ephemeral commercial enterprise. Yet, as
often happens with art in society, the "biography" of this work has changed the
public's perception of it. As Ivan Kopytoff bas articulated:
The biography of things in complex societies reveals much. In the
homogenized world of commodities, an eventful biography of a thing
becomes the story of the various singularizations of it, of
classifications and reclassifications in an uncertain world of categories
whose importance shifts with every minor change in context1
The restored Chapel at the Charles Hosmer Morse Museum, having
undergone a series of reclassifications, is now an amalgamation of the spiritual and
the secular.
Certainly influenced by contemporary trends and theories,[in obvious
contrast with the leftist doctrine of the British Arts and Crafts movement] Tiffany
never took issue with catering to the wealthy. Instead, due to this period in
American history, marked by extravagance, his companies thrived·. Reminders of
the phenomenal wealth acquired by a few are the lavish castles they built. The
Biltmore, George Vanderbilt's estate in Asheville, North Carolina and Frederic

Church's Moorish-inspired Olana in upstate New York are but two examples.
Wealthy Americans wanted something different for their homes. Tiffany's

1Igor Kopytoff,7ne African Frontier: The Reproduction of Traditional African Societies
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press,1987), 90. Kopytoff makes some relevant points in speaking
about the phases and cycles all works of art go through in their history.

35

eclecticism, incorporating .a wide variety of global and historical styles, satisfied that
desire. 2
Giving him the international exposure he craved, Tiffany's exhibit for the
Chicago Columbian Exposition romanced rich Americans, and appealed to the
religious sector. Any hint of the Puritan values that had driven American artists
just a century before were absent. Tiffany lavished his Chapel in color and light,
and proudly claimed it as his own.
Tiffany's glorious Chapel captivated more than a miUion people by Fair's
end. Testifying to his prowess both as a marketing genius and a talented artist,
Tiffany won fifty-four medals of recognition for his Chapel. Its fame propelled him
into the international spotlight earning him acclaim enjoyed by few American artists
of his time.3
An exquisitely beautiful creation filled with mystery and intrigue, the Chapel
was and is uniquely Tiffany. This intimate space approaches the zenith of his glass,
mosaic, and window production. He loved this little Chapel. To Cecilia Whipple
Wallace, the Chapel was a memorial to her son, to the McKeons it became the
impossible dream, and for the Morse Gallery of American Art, it is a crowning
jewel. For each of these benefactors, the Chapel had less to do with aesthetics than
with the meaning it acquired for them. Each of them fell under its· enchanting spell,
and worked for its survival.

2Jacob A. Riis, Hmv the Other Half Lives(New York: Scribner,1890). It is important to note here
that in glaring contrast to the American elite, there was also extreme poverty. In particular in the
cities were the squalor and hopelessness of life was prevalent. Social reformer, Jacob Riis observed
of New York City in 1890 that "three-fourths of its people live in the tenements, and the nineteenthcentury drift of the population to the cities is sending ever-increasing multitudes to crowd
theOOOm.We now know that there is no way out; that the 'system' that was the evil offspring of
~ublic neglect and private greed has come to stay."
Robert Koch, Artistic America (Cambridge: MIT Press,1970), 125,141.
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This survival of the Chapel has been a costly proposition. Twice, at his own
considerable expense, Tiffany moved and reinstalled the Chapel. The "Diamond
Queen" did not flinch at its price, and the McKeons not only sought out and
purchased aU of the pieces for reinstallment, but made generous provision in their
estates for its maintenance into perpetuity. Without the substantial funding for the
Chapel's rep~ated rescues, we would not have the privilege of viewing it today. 4
What is currently accessible to the public is as close to the World's Fair
original that scholarship and skill could achieve. Minor changes, some by the hand
of Tiffany himself, include: a smaller altar cross, a heavy oak door at the entryway,
a revised Field ofLilies window, and a combination of original Chapel windows and
windows representing Tiffany's diverse range and versatility. The Tiffany Chapel
offers us a way of understanding how art and the commercial market embodied and
reinforced the dominant values of late nineteenth-century culture.
Tiffany's 1893 Chapel is finaUy safely reinstalled. Apropos of its original
installment, celebrating turn-of-the 20th century, was its reinstaUment celebrating
our fin-de-siecle. Tiffany, a virtuoso of eclecticism, helped his patrons retreat from
modernity by offering them hints of distant times and lands in his interiors. The
Chapel, an heterogeneous mix of secular, sacred, Romanesque and exotic, is a
reflection of that eclecticism. His masterpiece in glass making and·design, Tiffany's
Chapel is as enchanting today as it was more than 100 years ago.

4Jean Malloy, 112-123.
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